Tomas Englund  Department of Education  Örebro university 701 82 Sweden

tomas.englund@pi.oru.se   Curriculum theory network

Paper for the 35th NERA-conference in Turkku, Finland
Linking curriculum theory and linguistics: The performative use of equivalence as an educational policy concept 

Introduction – report from a project
From political science we have learnt the dynamics of ‘essentially contested concepts’ such as democracy, freedom and equality. Within the politics of education, too, we see a similar use of concepts with positive meanings, but given different interpretations by different social forces seeking to achieve distinct policies. In Sweden, the concept of likvärdighet – which literally can be understood as meaning ‘equal worth’, with reference to any phenomena, and which can be translated as both equivalence and equity – has played this specific dynamic role in educational politics during the last 20 years. The results of a three-year research project presented here deal with the performative use of this specific concept.

Why this study of the concept of equivalence? We want to show how a concept with positive characteristics – nobody wants to be against equivalence – has come to be used in an educational policy conflict and has been given different interpretations by different social forces, interpretations which have been seen as expressions of the ‘right’ educational policy. By focusing on one specific concept, that of equivalence, we want to show how language, the expression of words and concepts such as equivalence, is communicated and used as a weapon in educational policy. 

Theoretical framework:

The scientific background to the project lies partly within curriculum theory and partly within the linguistic field – more specifically, within a tradition of speech act theory developed by Quentin Skinner. As far as curriculum theory is concerned, the project may be placed within the third stage of that theory, a citizenship-based sociology of education and curriculum theory (cf. Englund 1997), in which conflicts between social forces are stressed and the political dimension is visible. This also means that there is an analytical focus on the presence of different educational policy ideas, advocated by different social forces. However, we are not concerned in this project with a traditional curriculum theory problem, implying that it is the content of teaching and learning as such that is in focus as an expression of contradictions, and/or a didactic question of selection. Here, the perspective of contradiction is used more to analyse the struggle for interpretation (cf. Englund 1997) with regard to a specific concept, namely the concept of equivalence and the implications and consequences of different interpretations of that concept.

The project thus brings to the perspective of curriculum theory that of the linguistic turn (cf. Rorty 1967), and does so in a specific way, with a focus on the constitutive force of political language. In this way we intend, in line with the linguistic and speech act theory perspective applied here, to show that equivalence as a communicated concept has contributed to the formation different ways of understanding the meaning of equivalent schooling.

Thus, what we attempt to illustrate with our analyses is that one of the central concepts of (educational) policy language, that of equivalence, has had an apparent performative function, implying that the language used not only describes but also evaluates and creates. The concept of equivalence has been used by different social forces (and also by some educational researchers) to describe and mould different desirable educational realities, different states of the art that have gained their legitimacy from the concept.

The analyses carried out within the project, and the papers presented at the symposium, are thus not primarily concerned with the semantic or syntactic meaning of the word equivalence or the concept of equivalence, but with the pragmatic meaning of it seen from the viewpoint of the user of the language.
 This view is linked to the speech act theory developed by John Austin and John Searle, who asserted that the meaning of words, sentences and concepts can be analysed through their use and the consequences they are expected to lead to in everyday situations (Austin 1962, Searle 1969).

It is Quentin Skinner who in some of his works, and perhaps most systematically in his Language and social change (1988a), has developed speech act theory into a theory of language as a medium of, or perhaps more a weapon for use in, concrete political conflicts. And it is from Skinner that we borrow the more highly elaborated tools for our historical pragmatic analyses of the concept of equivalence in Swedish educational policy.

Skinner states that concepts with performative functions fundamental to the creation of the societal order, such as the concept of equivalence, may be used by different language users, different social forces, with different and totally contradictory intentions (Skinner 1969). In a later work he elaborates on this in relation to semantic analyses of concepts, saying that conceptual analyses seldom take sufficient account of the contradictory ways in which concepts can be used, and that conceptual semantics remains insufficient if it does not analyse the pragmatic contexts in which the concepts are used (Skinner 1985). There are, Skinner asserts, no ‘histories of concepts as such; there can only be histories of their uses in argument’ (Skinner 1988b, p. 283). Instead of focusing on detached concepts per se, Skinner maintains that he wants to investigate how interpretations of conceptual meanings are parts of meaning-creating processes, in which meaning is created through argumentative communication. He argues that conceptual analysis is about focusing on the aim of the language user in order to create a certain moral structure (Skinner 1999). With Skinner as the main inspiration for our analyses, we try to demonstrate how the concept of equivalence is used by different social forces in different pragmatic contexts to create society and schooling in certain ways. 

Context 

The period studied is a period of educational policy conflict in Sweden, covering the last 20 years. In the last couple of decades, Swedish educational policy and Swedish schools have undergone profound changes, which have been referred to as an educational policy shift (Englund 1996, cf. Englund 1994ab, 1999, 2005, Francia 1999, Wahlström 2002, Quennerstedt 2006). By studying this period of change, which can be dated from the mid-1980s until today, we can show how: 

(i) In the 1980s the concept of equivalence had a rather limited interpretation, quite close to the concept of equality, with no open struggle over its meaning. In this tradition, the notion of equivalence was closely associated with the idea of education as a collective social right (cf. Englund 1994a): everyone was to be provided with a common frame of reference through a uniform education, implying a compensatory element for ‘weaker’ pupils, with the aim of giving everyone an equal possibility of participation. 

(ii) Gradually (during the late 1980s and the 1990s) the concept of equivalence came to be given different and contradictory interpretations, related to different educational policy goals, and was applied in different fields and at different levels. One interpretation, or rather one linguistic use of the concept, which challenged the interpretation of the 1980s, implied a defence of the development of local arrangements for education, resulting in variations within the field of education: a differentiation of study methods in particular schools; the opening of independent schools; the development of new profiles within particular units of schools etc. In this challenging interpretation, the concept of equivalence has been linked to freedom of choice and education as a civil right, to the rights of pupils and more especially of their parents, in contrast to the tradition of a uniform system as a collective social right as an expression of equivalence. Besides these two contradictory interpretations, there are many other variations. However, the struggle over the concept of equivalence gradually faded away in the late 1990s in the national arena. 

(iii) During the early 2000s, the concept of equivalence has, at the national level, gradually been displaced to more limited goal settings, e.g. concerning specific types of knowledge and grades, leading to a way of equivalence as something that can be measured. This means that the politically dynamic, contradictory character of the concept has once again become weaker at the national level, although it has been replaced by a new political dynamics of measurement. Simultaneously, at a municipal level, the politically contradictory ways of using the concept of equivalence from the 1990s have continued and been revitalized and further elaborated, creating different local educational policies, a phenomenon that has not been very widely debated. 

This kind of local educational policies using the concept of equivalence is analysed in one of the studies run in the project, also presented in a doctoral dissertation by Quennerstedt (2006). Here it is shown how, in the early 2000s, two local authorities, one run by non-socialists/liberals and the other by social democrats, have created totally different educational policies in the name of equivalent education. The two authorities are, first of all, participants in a system that is responsible for ensuring that pupils achieve national goals as an expression of measuring equivalence. At the same time, in local policy making, decisions have been made concerning the ideological basis for the organization and funding of education in the two areas. These two local authorities legitimate their actions by claiming that they are seeking to achieve a more equivalent system.

In another study within the project, it is the national level with its increasing interest in discussing measurement in relation to equivalence, which is central. The point of departure in the study is that the shift from a centralized to a decentralized school system can be seen as a solution to an uncertain problem. Through analyzing the displacements in the concept of equivalence within a decentralized school system Wahlström (forthcoming) examines how the discourse maintains the necessity of the solution. She also illustrates how the meaning of the concept of equivalence is displaced over time, from a more collective target achievement for the educational system as a whole to a more individually interpreted goal fulfilment. 

To summarize, the project shows how the concept of equivalence, with its characteristic of being a positive concept, i.e. representing conditions which for most people have a desirable meaning, has been used for different educational policy objectives that have been expressed in terms of equivalence. 
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� The project has been financed by the committe for educational sciences within the Swedish research council. The final report from the project is planned to be produced in 2007 and will be published in Swedish. The final report will be edited by Tomas Englund and Ann Quennerstedt. Other contributors in this final report are, the co-workers of the project Guadalupe Francia, Lazaro Moreno Herrera, Maria Olsson and Ninni Wahlström. A list of all publications from the project are to be found on the homepage for Tomas Englund, Örebro university.


� The three dimensions semantic, syntactic and pragmatic I borrow from the classic work of Charles Morris (1938), who divides linguistics into these dimensions. 
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